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1 I Grave. Adagio non troppo 4:51  
2	 II Vivace con spirito 7:50

DUSSEK: Piano Sonata in A-flat major, Le retour à Paris, Op.70 [34:35]  
3	 I Allegro non troppo ed espressivo 14:15 
4	 II Molto adagio con anima ed espressione 7:36 
5		III Tempo di minuetto. Scherzo quasi allegro 4:19 
6	 IV Finale. Scherzo – Allegro con spirito 8:23

7	 CHOPIN: Fantasy in F minor, Op.49 13:13

8		CHOPIN: Polonaise-Fantaisie in A-flat major, Op.61 12:53
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“It is only recently that critics have begun to realise that  
Classical tonal theory needs to be considerably overhauled  

if it is to deal with Chopin’s innovations.”

Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation

 Volume 1 of Romantic Revolution (SOMMCD 0634) focused on the decade 
from 1789-c.1799 which the Bohemian composer and pianist Jan Ladislav 

Dussek spent in London, commencing when he fled Marie-Antoinette’s 
employment in Paris (there is delightful speculation that during his time 
there Dussek played with an amateur violinist by the name of Napoleon 
Bonaparte), and concluding when the failed music printing business with 
his father-in-law, Domenico Corri, caused him to flee back to the continent, 
leaving Mozart’s librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte to sort out his debts.

As we saw, London in the 1790s was a musical melting-pot of influences and 
schools, led by Haydn, Clementi and Hummel. It was also a period when the 
still new pianoforte was being developed and extended. Dussek was at the 
forefront both of the instrument’s evolution – in conjunction with the piano 
manufacturers Broadwood – and the consequent developments in piano 
technique, leading the way in use of the sustaining pedal and innovating new 
ideas of legato fingering and cantabile tone. The first Romantic Revolution 
volume featured his three Op.35 Piano Sonatas from 1797, the third of which, 

in C minor, is said by Grove to anticipate John Field’s Nocturnes which, in turn 
have been acknowledged as a significant influence on Chopin. 

Perceptive listeners, hearing the short B major section in the C minor Sonata’s 
second movement juxtaposed with Chopin’s F-sharp major Nocturne 
from more than 30 years later, recognise a similar right-hand cantabile 
tone decorated with fast ornamentation over a simple broken chord 
accompaniment. Was this, perhaps, the birth of the romantic piano style?  
It is hard to find similar writing anywhere else at this time.

Volume 2 focuses on music written in Paris between 1789 and 1846, a period 
which spans the early years of Dussek’s compositional career and the final 
years of Chopin’s.

There is nothing particularly forward-looking about the start of the G minor 
Sonata (Op.10 No.2), from 1789, which opens with a perfectly balanced, 
lyrical eight-bar phrase, with no surprising harmonies or modulations. There 
is a hint of the French Overture and of baroque style informed, no doubt, 
by his previous studies with C.P.E. Bach. But from the second phrase we see 
Jan Ladislav’s imagination starting to break free of formal constraints with 
big chords and octaves, fast left-hand scales and extreme dynamics which 
must have been near-impossible to realise fully on the instruments of the 
day. The first half ends with a delightfully carefree dotted motif in B-flat 
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major. The second half starts with a violent interruption in D major and is 
followed by dialogue exploiting the extreme ranges of the keyboard, a taste 
of the constant exploration which would characterise Dussek’s playing and 
compositions for the next 20 years.

The second movement strikes me as a masterpiece of concise construction, 
combined with ground-breaking keyboard writing. Had anyone else written 
such big right-hand chords and pounding left-hand octaves before 1789? 
(Beethoven’s first three Op.2 Piano Sonatas were still half a decade away 
and contain nothing remotely similar). Virtuosic fingerwork alternates 
with operatic dialogue in the highest and lowest registers of the keyboard. 
Modulations are imaginative but always convincing. This is a thrilling tour de 
force, setting new standards in virtuosic piano writing.    

It is, of course, impossible to speculate how Dussek’s musical style would 
have developed had he not come under the influence of Haydn and the 
London Piano School in the 1790s. How would the free musical spirit we see 
in the G minor Sonata have flourished without the influence of these more 
disciplined mentors? In his classic book, The Great Pianists, Harold Schonberg 
tells us that “Where Dussek captivated by charm and incipient romanticism, 
[Johann Baptist] Cramer never relaxed his stringent classicism”. What is 
certain is that during this decade Dussek developed not only the beginnings 
of romantic pianism, but also an adventurous and unique approach to 

harmony and an understanding of counterpoint which would reach fruition 
in his late and only recently discovered Messe Solemnelle.

Having, as we have seen, fled London at the end of the 18th century, Dussek 
returned to the continent, earning his living through performing piano 
recitals and reacquainting himself with European aristocracy. In 1805 he 
finally returned to Paris, now Dussek le gros, rather than Dussek le beau 
of the famously striking profile, which he flaunted in becoming the first 
pianist to sit side-on to the audience when he played. To mark the occasion, 
he composed a Sonata in A-flat major, Le retour à Paris. A response to 
a sonata by Joseph Woelfl entitled Non Plus Ultra (thought to be the most 
demanding piano writing of the day), Dussek’s sonata became known as Plus 
Ultra. In every way it breaks new ground and I have deliberately paired it with 
two works by Chopin from four decades later in fundamentally the same 
tonality (F minor, A-flat major) to emphasise the similarities of piano sonority 
and harmony. If perception was required from the listener to hear the 
foundation of romantic pianism in the first volume of Romantic Revolution,  
I would respectfully suggest that it is impossible to miss here.

Analysing Chopin’s technique of modulation in his Polonaise-Fantaisie, 
which concludes this recital, Charles Rosen writes, as quoted at the top of 
this essay: “It is only recently that critics have begun to realise that Classical 
tonal theory needs to be considerably overhauled if it is to deal with  
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Chopin’s innovations”. And elsewhere: “All the tonalities – A-flat major,  
B major, G-sharp minor, and F minor – belong together as major and minor 
modal variations of each other”. Yet all of these harmonies and many more 
are present, even before arriving at the con amore second subject in E-flat 
major in the first movement of Dussek’s Plus Ultra Sonata. Pivoting on A flat 
to become G sharp – and hence change the key from flats to sharps – is, as 
I said in Volume 1, “definitively Chopinesque”. 

But Dussek got there first, many decades previously. Rosen is correct, but 
classical tonal theory needed to be overhauled in 1805 rather than 1846. On 
the subject of the pedal Rosen writes, “The change to continuous pedalling 
seems to occur in the 1820s… The new style of Chopin and the extraordinary 
sonority he created for the first time depend above all on a novel and original 
use of the pedal”. Yet, as I quoted in my first essay, Friedrich Kalkbrenner, 
writing in the 1790s, tells us that “Dussek used the pedal almost constantly 
when he played in public”, contrasting with Hummel who regarded the pedal 
as “a cloak to an impure and indistinct method of playing”. 

I say this not to disparage such a distinguished pianist-scholar as Charles 
Rosen, but rather to illustrate how very widespread is the unawareness of 
Dussek’s unique contribution to the romantic piano style and particularly 
to Chopin, who is known to have played and taught his works. That John 
Field, who lived much of his life in St Petersburg and then Moscow, had also 

been a pupil and interpreter of Dussek only emphasises the influence that 
the Bohemian had, not only on Chopin, but on the Russian school of pianism 
founded by Glinka. All of this influence can be heard clearly in this A-flat 
major Sonata.   

If the first movement is harmonically complex – I have counted 20 keys in 
which the music settles, if only fleetingly in some cases – the second is simply 
beautiful. The passage from bar 23 seems to me to be as Chopinesque as any 
music written before that of the master: an expressive, cantabile right hand 
which never loses its melodic quality, even in faster notes, over simple left-
hand broken chords. Harmonically this movement is far more stable, based 
around E major and closely related keys, with only occasional excursions to 
more far-flung territories. 

It is impossible to improve on Dr Andrew Brownell’s description of the 
third movement as “a tonally unstable Scherzo that would (or may) have 
made Beethoven green with envy”. A movement based around A-flat major 
somehow appears to start in F-sharp minor, while the E major Trio finds its 
way magically, and with complete conviction, to C major.

The A-flat major final movement is much less harmonically adventurous, 
managing to stay in flat keys throughout until a thrilling three-bar visit to 
A major just before the close, anticipating the four bars of B major which 
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intrude on the long A-flat major climax of Chopin’s Polonaise-Fantaisie 40 
years later. The rustic, nationalistic dance character of this movement seems, 
with its emphasis on pianistic right-hand brilliance (the scale passages 
anticipate Schubert’s E-flat major Impromptu) combined with strong left-
hand rhythm, to be a precursor of Chopin’s Polonaises, albeit in a different 
rhythmic metre. The final bars of triplet A-flat major broken chords in both 
hands are simply too similar to the final bars of Chopin’s F minor Fantasy to 
be coincidental, in my view.   

Much less needs to be said about the two Chopin works included in this 
recital. Both are written in the free forms in which it is generally agreed that 
he wrote his greatest music. The F minor Fantasy (Op.49) is based around 
march themes: a funeral march opening, first in the minor key, developing 
into the major. A transition, marked poco a poco doppio movimento, leads 
to a section which is repeated in various forms three times. Its main theme 
is stated for the first time, lyrically, in A-flat major, followed by successions 
of technically challenging triplets, cascading octaves and repeated chords 
leading to the first statement, softly, of the military march. As with his 
Revolutionary Study, there is speculation as to which events in his native 
Poland inspired this. An abridged version of this section, with the main 
theme now reflective in G-flat major, leads to the central Lento Sostenuto in 
B major (the flats/sharps modulation in evidence once again). A dramatic 
interrupted cadence leads to an exciting reprise of the main section, the 

theme now triumphant in D-flat major, leading to a climactic, loud statement 
of the march theme in A flat before dying away to a Beethovenian ‘voice from 
beyond the grave’, and on to the final bars which so closely mirror the end of 
Dussek’s A-flat major Sonata.

The Polonaise-Fantaisie opens with strong chords, followed by 
impressionistic rising arpeggios. His style having, until this point, changed so 
little during his composing career, Chopin now anticipates Debussy’s music 
of 40 years later. The work combines two opposites; the strict, unbending 
Polonaise rhythm and the, by definition, free improvisatory character of the 
Fantaisie. Most would say that the Fantaisie wins for much of the time, but 
the repeated notes of the Polonaise keep us grounded, right up until the 
start of the wonderful, climactic final section which combines the two main 
themes, one first heard in A-flat major, the other in (once again) B major, 
exploring thematic transformation in a way which would later be developed 
by Franck and, above all, Wagner.    
      
As with the F-sharp major Nocturne and G minor Ballade in Volume 1 of 
Romantic Revolution, the reason for the inclusion of these supreme works 
is simply to demonstrate the influence, in my view undeniable and at 
least partially unrecognised, of Dussek on the great Polish composer. I try 
to observe the pedal markings which, as Rosen observes, are rhythmical 
as well as harmonic; and a lifetime of playing chamber music with superb 
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instrumental colleagues has given me a respect, not always shared by solo 
pianists, for phrase markings. But of course one approaches this sacred 
repertoire with humility and respect towards the great artists who have 
performed and recorded it previously. The chordal climax of the Polonaise-
Fantaisie is often regarded as unpianistic when compared to the healthy, 
unstrained piano writing of Chopin’s earlier years. But it is the proverbial 
walk in the park when compared to the extremely uncomfortable pianistic 
challenges of the Cello Sonata of the same period. It seems it is not only the 
impressionistic opening of the Polonaise-Fantaisie which is leading Chopin 
in a new direction at the end of his life. 

Donald Tovey’s observation that “Chopin is usually most classical in free 
forms” raises the question of rubato in performance of his music. For me 
the lyricism and romanticism of Dussek require a similar flexibility to the 
classical lyricism of Chopin. As a great Viennese pianist once pointed out to 
me, Beethoven probably took far more rhythmic liberties with his music in 
performance than Richard Strauss, raising all sorts of questions concerning 
the performance of classical and romantic repertoire.   

A brief, final word on my connection to Jan Ladislav Dussek. We can trace our 
family’s descent with certainty from John Louis Dussek (1807-1846) whom 
we are now as confident as it is possible to be was the son of Jan Ladislav. 
Certainly the initials, which remained in my family subsequently, would 

indicate this and there has always been an assumption of the connection. 
We have to accept that paternity was never conclusive before the advent 
of DNA testing. This second and final exploration of the links between 
the two composers has been an unalloyed pleasure. As we hear the fast, 
pounding left-hand octaves accompanying a right-hand chordal melody 
in the climax of Chopin’s Polonaise-Fantaisie of 1846, (“Not only do the last 
pages of the Polonaise-Fantaisie go by implication beyond any instrument 
available to Chopin, but even the modern nine-foot steel-frame concert 
grand is inadequate” – Rosen), it is impossible not to be reminded of the 
almost equally powerful second movement opening of Dussek’s G minor 
Sonata (1789). Does not all great music look simultaneously backwards and 
forwards? 

William Blake wrote that “Improvement makes strait [sic] roads, but the 
crooked roads without Improvement are roads of genius”. I believe that this 
applies to the hugely inventive, if sometimes ungainly Jan Ladislav Dussek 
more than to the unquestionably far greater and more polished Fryderyk 
Chopin. I hope that this exploration of the Romantic Revolution which took 
place in Paris over more than half a century gives some pleasure and insight 
into our great pianistic heritage.  

Michael Dussek © 2022
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Michael Dussek  ·  Described by BBC Music Magazine as “an outstanding 
artist”, Michael Dussek made his Wigmore Hall debut in 1980, since when he 
has performed in the world’s major concert venues as chamber musician, 
song accompanist and soloist.

From 1979-99 he performed internationally with cellist Ofra Harnoy and 
since 2002 has collaborated with violinist Ryu Goto, including five major 
tours of Japan and three recitals in New York’s Carnegie (Zankel) Hall. Other 
soloists with whom he has collaborated include violinists Levon Chilingirian, 
Leoš Čepický, Cho-Liang Lin, Lorraine McAslan, Anne Akiko Meyers, Kurt 
Nikkanen, Antje Weithaas and Xue Wei; cellists Alexander Baillie, Gemma 
Rosefield and Markus Stocker; oboists Douglas Boyd and Sarah Francis; and 
singers Charles Daniels, Bernarda Fink, Stephan Loges, Christopher Maltman, 
Ian Partridge, Jean Rigby, Joan Rodgers, Vassily Savenko, Roman Trekel and 
Roderick Williams. He has performed with the Bridge, Castalian, Chilingirian, 
Coull, Dante and Wihan String Quartets, and as a member of the Primavera 
and Zoffany chamber ensembles.

In 1988, with his wife, cellist Margaret Powell, and violinist Peter Tanfield 
(succeeded in 1997 by Gonzalo Acosta) he formed the Dussek Piano Trio, 
which broadcast for BBC Radio 3 from major concert venues and recorded 
works by Arensky, Brahms, Bridge, Haydn and Hurlstone. As a member of 
Endymion since 1981, Michael has collaborated with leading composers 
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“Dussek’s music is highly 
imaginative and Michael Dussek 
is a superb advocate”

International Piano

“Michael Dussek makes the case that Chopin, having rejected 
Beethoven and Schubert, looked to Jan Ladislav as an early 
model… a fascinating exploration of music that is eminently 
worth a second hearing” 

Gramophone 

“What can I say about Ballade No.1 in G minor, except that it’s 
simply awesome and supremely played. You’ll want to play it  
again immediately; that says it all” 

MusicWeb International

at the BBC Proms and South Bank concerts and has performed in the 
Wigmore Hall’s Chamber Music series and at the opening concerts of Kings 
Place in 2008.   

Michael’s discography is extensive: with Ryu Goto, sonatas by Beethoven, 
Franck, Prokofiev, Ravel and Saint-Saëns and a recital from Tokyo’s Suntory 
Hall (Strauss, Brahms and Ravel) recorded live on CD and DVD (Deutsche 
Grammophon). In addition, more than 20 CDs in Dutton Epoch’s highly praised 
survey of neglected British composers. His recording of Rubbra’s Violin Sonatas 
with Krysia Osostowicz was nominated for a Gramophone Award.

Solo recordings include works by Britten, Nielsen, Rubbra and Clifford 
Benson. His performances of York Bowen’s first three piano concertos with 
the BBC Concert Orchestra and Vernon Handley are included in the Penguin 
Guide to Compact Discs 1,000 Finest Classical Recordings. The First Concerto 
was selected for Fanfare’s Hall of Fame.

Michael’s teachers have included Hugo Langrish, Alexander Kelly, Geoffrey 
Parsons and Greville Rothon. He is Head of Piano Accompaniment at the 
Royal Academy of Music and was appointed a Professor of the University of 
London in 2019.

michaeldussek.co.uk      


